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NOTES FROM THE

CLASSROOM and LABORATORY

WOOLBERT, CHARLES H. Effects of various modes of public read-
ing. The Journal of Applied Psychology, June-September,
1920. Pp. 162-185.

Here is an article worthy of careful reading by every member
of the teaching profession in speech education. It is an article of
special moment, in that it sets forth a new point of view for get-
ting at principles in speech education and a point of view that is
within the interest of every teacher of the spoken word. It is a
type of document that we may begin to look forward to with the
coming in of experimental work among those interested in research.
It represents a step in advance, academically speaking. In so far as
I am aware, nothing of the kind, even in general purpose has ever
been done ; the specific point of the thesis maintained certainly is a
distinct contribution. And any chronicle of the development of the
technique of class-room methods in speech education must take into
consideration the departure of this exposition.

The article is a digest of a thesis prepared by Dr. Woolbert,
while a graduate student at Harvard University. The thesis was
prepared under the supervision of the Department of Psychology
at that institution. The article is so interesting that many of us,
no doubt, would be glad if it were possible to peruse the full data.
But, although the author was limited as to space available, there is
within the twenty pages an ample statement of a bit of research
that may set a precedent worthy of note.

The number of teachers interested in getting at more specific in-
formation by means of research is growing larger every year. Yet,
of this number, there are many who have no clear idea of methods
of procedure. Here is a method worthy of careful consideration,
for it is a splendid example of the working out of a technique for

' a problem in which exact definition is next to impossible when con-
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NOTES . 293

sidered from the standpoint of the exact scientist's idea of definition.
Two teachers of speech might not agree, possibly, upon the exact
meaning of "quality" as an element in emphasis. Yet it is probable
that they would not disagree as to a "quality" emphasis, if they
should listen to a public reader use such a type of emphasis. They
might not be able to define exactly what the emphasis consisted in,
yet there would be no mistake in recognizing its use. Should such
a difficulty in research discourage the investigator? Dr. Woolbert's
feeling in the matter is that it should not. He might argue that the
physicist undertands little as to what electricity is exactly, yet this
lack of exact information does not bar the physicist from dealing
with the behavior of electricity. If there is one thing that the teach-
er of speech has felt reasonably sure of for generations it has been
the knowledge of the importance of the various forms of voice
change as a medium for the communication of thought and emotion.
With such a well established agreement on usage, Woolbert be-
gan his work. His confidence in this point of initial attack is stated
on page 162, "Changes in pitch, time, intensity and timbre can be
studied as general and total or as finely modulated and of narrow
degree. Again they can be studied as affecting individual words,
sentences, paragraphs, or larger units of discourse."

The prime purpose of this investigation was two-fold. In the
first place "this study is an attempt to bring the numerous problems
of oral expression and public reading into the laboratory." In the
second place, it was desired to make a measure of the effect of
modes of reading and reports were asked from those who acted as
"audience" :—"the purpose of the reports is to provide a measure of
impressiveness of the different modes of reading, and to give this
measure in mathematical terms." Such a general purpose of inves-
tigation "required a new method with very little precedent as guide."
And "the method adopted after many preliminaries was based upon
a study of the relation between changes in the use of the voice and
specified responses of auditors ; that is, the effects of various modes
of public reading, employing different combinations of changes in
the use of the attributes of sound while reading. These different
combinations offer various modes of reading." Since there has been
no investigation under laboratory conditions that shows a relation-
ship between the constant changes of pitch, time, intensity, and
quality as attributes of voice communicating meaning, Woolbert
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restricted the series of modes of reading throughout the study to
"certain gross degrees of change in pitch, time, intensity, and tim-
bre." This is an important point to be noted ; it was not the inten-
tion of the experiment to determine the nature of voice in these
changes, such changes of voice were assumed for the purpose of
getting at an altogether different entity, namely, the effects of "vari-
ous modes of public reading." It must be borne in mind, further,
that "the type of change studied here applies to large units of dis-
course, in this case passages of twenty minutes in length." The
"attributes of sound as elements of change in reading" seem to me
to be merely another manner of stating what is commonly known
to teachers of speech as the use of the forms of emphasis in read-
ing. These changes he found were all included by eleven modes
of reading.

Mode i. Median change of all four attributes.
Mode 2. Extreme change of Pitch; Median change of other

three.
Mode 3. No change of Pitch; Median change of other three.

. Mode 4. No change of Time ; Median change of other three.
Mode 5. Extreme change of Time; Median change of other

three.
Mode 6. No change of Intensity; Median change of other

three.
Mode 7. Extreme change of Intensity ; Median change of oth-

er three.
Mode 8. No change of Quality ; Median change of other three.
Mode 9. Extreme change of Quality; Median change of other

three.
Mode 10. Extreme change of all Four Attributes.
Mode 11. No change in any of Four Attributes.

Thus, the preliminary analysis of the problem was made. The next
step came in the problems connected with the auditor.

With similar care, all the factors that could be determined which
would enter into this presentation of the modes of reading and to
the response that would be made by the hearer were analyzed and
classified. The passages were read by Woolbert who mastered a
technique of reading that would adhere to these "modes of reading"
and be sufficiently identical for all meetings with his auditors. The
reader eliminated gestures of all kinds and postures that would in
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NOTES 295

any degree supplement the voice as a vehicle of thought and emo-
tion. At the close of each reading period, the auditors were given
blanks containing a set series of "leads," or interrogations, based
upon the subject-matter read. It is most, interesting to note the
explanation of the sources of error- found at first by using another
type of "report" and how finally the use of the system of "leads"
was sought. Selections read were from Russian fiction and all
were new to the auditors. Each auditor made out his "report" on
the fifth day after the reading. The interrogations of the report
were such as could be answered briefly and upon the basis of these
answers thé report was graded. The basis of grading rested upon
a score method previously determined. Thus, in the case of the
graded report cited in the article, where perfect would have been
24, the auditor made a grade of 18 or a score of .75. Two readings
were offered, one to determine the "effect" on the auditor when
the mode of reading was new to him, the other to determine the
"effect" with the auditor "adapted to the experiment." The data
thus secured is analyzed and presented in tables ; both' the percent-
ages of scores and graphic pictures set forth the results. A further
analysis of the results is discussed under the headings,

I. The Function of Changes in the Use of the Four Attributes
of Sound in Oral Reading.

II. Individual Difference in the Responses of Auditors.
From the whole investigation, Woolbert reaches the following

conclusion :
1. There is a presumption in favor of using an extreme degree

of change in all four of the attributes of sound during speech, es-
pecially for the purpose of securing retentiveness over an extended
time.

2. The four attributes of sound differ in their effect upon the
responses to oral reading.

3. Individuals differ widely in their responses to a given com-
bination of change activities.

4. Auditors tend to become adjusted to unconventional modes
of reading.

Subsidiary conclusions, which are not so subsidiary either, are
(a) In intellectual impression (such as this type is) regulation

of Pitch changes is significant: a wide range is preferable to no
change.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Su

ss
ex

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
5:

18
 1

9 
Ju

ne
 2

01
6 



2g6 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL, OF SPEECH EDUCATION

(b) An even rate is superior to a rate excessively broken.
(c) Interference with normal degree of change in Intensity re-

duces apprehension, retentiveness, or both.
(d) Elimination of changes in Quality (Timbre) is greatly in-

ferior to a wide degree of change.
And finally, the study confirms the generally believed fact that

changes in Pitch must characterize effective reading; that changes
in Intensity interfered with "so as to affect accentuation," could be
assumed to be detrimental to impressiveness ; and that changes in'
Quality represent a factor in communicating emotion, mood, total
attitude, etc. Conclusions as to changes in Time call for further
investigation.

Would that we could have an elaboration of this same method of
careful analysis and regard for error to some of the other features
of delivery. Work of this kind is the only solution for the prob-
lem of differences of opinion. The evidence causing the difference
can be located.

Personally, I feel a debt of gratitude to Dr. Woolbert for this
work, and I have considerable assurance that I represent but one
among many who share this professional regard. A few more
words, attempting to point out just what Woolbert accomplishes,
and does not accomplish, in this study may be in order. He does
not accomplish any definition of exactly what types of voice are
the impressive voice. He points out what changes in voice carry
meaning best. But he does not describe these in terms other than
what one may grasp as a general description. I have no doubt that
he could illustrate by speech just what he means by the described
types of voice changes were one to have a half an hour with him
in conference. But one can hardly call this a defect in the work ;
it was not Woolbert's purpose to make any such specific study of
these items. He had to choose among the many, many problems in
speech that lend themselves to study what problem was most vitally
connected to his immediate interest, and with that in mind, just
what problem could best be worked out in the time allotted. Note
it was the effect of reading or speaking upon the auditor that was
what he purposed to study, rather than a characterization of what
the speaker used in the way of voice. In the first paragraph of his
article, Woolbert states, "Thus the problem deals with auditory
stimulations and with behaivor activities of listeners. The task to
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be met is that of finding a method whereby the stimuli can be con-
trolled and receptivity measured; that is, of insuring an adequate
description of the effect of the voice of the speaker or reader upon
the responses of the auditors."

Some one may inquire as to the value of a work that yields con-
clusions so much in common with the every-day experience or ob-
servation of the class-room. Some one may think to himself that
he knew these conclusions already. It is just on this point that
Woolbert's intention should be made clear. Woolbert was not seek-
ing to establish a new fact, to present knowledge unknown before.
I surmise that many readers of the article will find themselves pos-
sessed of this attitude toward Woolbert's purpose. It was a method
that he was seeking. He was inquiring whether such a method of
analysis of auditors as they responded to types of speech, that
could be reproduced in gross as often as desired, was worth while.
The test of the method depended upon the conclusions yielded; if
they were in line with common sense there was a value to the meth-
od; if they were not so justified, there was a probability that the
method was worthless. Hence, the great importance of the fact
that his conclusions are such as accord with the general experience
of the teacher of speech.

To him who wishes to inquire further as to just what the value
is of the method, it may be stated that such a method opens up a
broad field of possibilities in the study of the reactions of the audi-
tor to any one or all of the types of speaking. Certainly such a
method would bring out a valuable knowledge of technique in the
reading of poetry and speech-thought of a highly oratorical nature.
Such a method can settle the question as far as the average auditor
is. concerned of dramatic interpretation of lines in connection with
stage settings and lightings. Woolbert's conclusions justify his
method; now, you or I may use the method with some confidence
that the method will justify the conclusions we find.

Thus the research reported upon in this article presents a splen-
did prototype for him who wishes to get at specific analysis, defini-
tion and measurement in the field of reading.

GLENN NEWTON MERRY,
The University of Iowa.
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